
With the widespread vaccination of Massachusetts residents, 
Governor Baker has announced the rescinding of gathering and 
masking requirements and the lifting of sector specific standards 
for places of worship. 

In response to the Governor’s actions, Bishop McManus has 
issued a pastoral letter whereby he restores the obligation to take 
part in Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation. In his 
Pastoral Letter, Come Home to Mass, the Bishop urges the 
faithful to return to Sunday Mass. 

The Pastoral Letter is followed by a modification of those 
liturgical practices previously recommended to mitigate the 
spread of the COVID-119 virus. These modifications carefully 
abide by the CDC recommendations for unvaccinated persons to 
continue to abide by masking and social distancing protocols for 
the immediate future. 
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Coming Home to Mass
A Pastoral Letter From Bishop McManus 

My Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

During this past year so much of our life has moved online, 
to a “virtual” reality, including Masses streamed from our 
parish churches. However, as much as technology has 
helped us to bridge somewhat the pandemic divide, virtual 
reality remains virtual and is not the same as being present 
at the celebration of Holy Mass in person.  

We only have to remember the longing we have felt to be 
present for a meal with family members or friends for 
anniversaries, weddings or birthdays. How much we have 
yearned to see them face-to-face. It’s the same with the 
Mass. As helpful as it has been to stay connected to our 
parishes virtually, it is nothing like gathering in person with 
our brothers and sisters at Sunday Mass.  

The celebration of the Eucharist is the source and summit 
of our lives as Roman Catholics. It is where Christ gives 
himself to us in his Body and Blood. Christ is present at 
every Mass, in his Word proclaimed, in a tangible way in 
his Body and Blood and in the person of his priest. He is 
present to feed us with Word and Sacrament, to embrace us 
with his love and to give us the grace we need to face the 
struggles of our daily lives. We hunger for his presence. We 
draw from the Mass the grace we need to love and we 
return to it in thanksgiving to God for all he has given to us.  

In the early Church, when cruel judges condemned the first 
Christian martyrs for worshipping God they replied, Sine 
dominico non possumus: “Without the Lord’s day, we 
cannot live.”  With the inspiring words of these martyrs, 1

our beloved Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI reminds us, “the 
Sunday Eucharist was not a commandment but an inner 

 Pope Benedict XVI, Homily, 9 September 2007.1
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necessity…Without [Christ], who sustains our lives, life 
itself is empty.”  2

That is why our hearts ache when we see the pew where a 
brother or sister used to sit in Church. We must admit that 
the great societal change in our world, and especially in 
New England, has led to profound changes in the 
relationship of many Catholics with the Sunday obligation 
of attending Mass. So often Sunday, the Lord’s Day, has 
been supplanted by “the weekend,” a sort of secular 
sabbath, a weekly break from work set aside for everything 
from sports to recreation, from shopping to cleaning the 
house. 

Rest is good. Time for family, recreation and catching up 
on the practicalities of life is good. However, can any 
leisure activity inspire us to know that we are loved for 
who we are, or forgiven for our failings or make us stronger 
as a family? How much more fulfilling our lives would be 
if we would give our hearts to Sunday Mass and allow the 
Mass to satisfy them. 

Christ waits for you, my dear friends. He waits for you to 
come home with all your brothers and sisters in the Church, 
to hear his saving Word proclaimed, to join your joys and 
sorrows to his Holy Cross, and to receive him in Holy 
Communion, Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity. 

As Pope Saint John Paul II wrote, not so many years ago: 

Do not be afraid to give your time to Christ! Yes, let 
us open our time to Christ, that he may cast light 
upon it and give it direction. He is the One who 
knows the secret of time and the secret of eternity, 
and he gives us "his day” [Sunday] as an ever new 
gift of his love…Time given to Christ is never time 
lost, but is rather time gained, so that our 

 Ibid.2
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relationships and indeed our whole life may become 
more profoundly human.  3

Just think of that. Our attendance at Mass is not “time lost,” 
but “time gained.” 

How grateful we now are that we can “gather once again to 
praise God’s name in the heart of his Church, delivered 
from all distress and confident in his mercy!”  As a 4

community of faith we have been praying for this moment 
during these many long months of the pandemic. Now our 
ability to be present personally at Mass is a blessed reality.  

With this letter, therefore, I restore the  obligation to attend 
Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation, effective 
on the Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of 
Christ, June 6, 2021. 

Whether you attended Mass every Sunday before the 
pandemic, or not for many years, I invite you to come 
home now to Mass which is “a foretaste of the eternal bliss 
and repose to which we are called and which we share, 
even now, in Holy Communion.”  5

Come home to joy. To the God who waits to embrace you 
with his tenderness and become the joy of your soul.   6

Come home to hope. To hope that in the present moment at 
Mass, Jesus will change your life by giving you the 
strength to love. To hope for heaven, where you will 
“forever enjoy the fullness of the Lord’s glory.”  7

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Dies Domini, no. 7.3

 Diocese of Worcester, Prayer in Time of Pandemic, 2020.4

 Pope Francis, General Audience, December 13, 2017.5

 Cf. Isaiah 61:10.6

 Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer III.7 4
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Come home to the Church, to your brothers and sisters, as 
imperfect and struggling as we all are, but each of us in 
need of the Lord Jesus, joined together with him through 
our worthy reception of Holy Communion. 

Come home to Mass. Christ invites you and so do I, along 
with your brothers and sisters in the Household of Faith, 
the Body of Christ, his Church. 

With every prayerful best wish, I remain, 

Sincerely yours in Christ, 

Most Reverend Robert J. McManus 
Bishop of Worcester 
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Revised Pandemic Practices 

On May 29, 2021, Governor Baker rescinded the face 
covering and gathering limits previously issued to mitigate 
the spread of COVID-19. Governor Baker also lifted all 
restriction on industry, including sector specific standards 
for places of worship. While face-covering requirements 
for public and private transportation systems and facilities 
housing vulnerable populations remain, all other pandemic 
specific restrictions have been lifted. 

At the same time, the Governor endorses the CDC guidance 
for masking and social distancing, which requires that 
unvaccinated individuals continue to mask and observe 
social distancing. 

Bishop McManus has, therefore, approved the following 
modifications to the liturgical practices of the Diocese of 
Worcester, effective immediately. 

The revised precautions presume that Priests have been 
fully vaccinated. Without immunity from vaccination, the 
priest should continue prior precautions of masking, social 
distancing and other liturgical precautions. 

Gatherings in Church  
With the lifting of occupancy restrictions, parishes may 
return to full occupancy of churches and chapels, provided 
that sufficient ventilation is maintained. Most tape and 
signage promoting social distancing may be removed from 
pews and other seating.  

At the same time, because the CDC advises that 
unvaccinated persons should still maintain a six foot social 
distance and wear a mask, pastors are encouraged to 
reserve a portion of the Church for those wishing to 
maintain a social distance. Churches should continue to 
provide hand sanitizer at all entrances. 
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The cleaning of commonly touched surfaces may be 
reduced to once a week. However, in those instances where 
a special section has been set aside for unvaccinated 
people, the sanitizing of pews between Masses is 
recommended. 

Gatherings in Non-liturgical Spaces 
All limitations concerning the size of gatherings in non-
liturgical spaces have also been lifted. Pastors are 
encouraged, however, to see that such spaces are regularly 
cleaned and well ventilated. Smaller Chapels may be re-
opened, providing that they are well ventilated and cleaned 
on a regular basis. 

Masks and Social Distancing  
Masks and social distancing are no longer required of all 
parishioners. However, per CDC guidelines, non-
vaccinated persons, including minors, are still encouraged 
to wear masks and maintain social distancing.  

Fonts and Worship Aides 
Standing Holy Water fonts may be re-introduced. Hymnals 
and Missalettes may, once again, be used. However, it is 
recommended that multi-use worship aids be cleaned on a 
regular basis. 

Singing  
The singing of hymns and acclamations may be restored. 
However, the re-institution of choirs or multiple cantors 
should be delayed until the number of COVID-19 cases 
have fallen to a lower level. 

Processions and the Sign of Peace  
Entrance, Recessional and Offertory processions may be 
restored, along with the passing of collection baskets. The 
reintroduction of the exchange of the Sign of Peace should 
be delayed until the number of COVID-19 cases have 
fallen to a lower level. 
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Precautions Regarding the Priest 
All previous precautions regarding the preparation of the 
gifts and the segregation of hosts for the faithful from the 
priest’s host and the avoidance of physical contact between 
the priest and people after Mass may be eliminated, 
provided that the priest has been vaccinated.  

The Distribution of Holy Communion  
Holy Communion may be distributed in the customary, pre-
pandemic manner. Because a certain portion of the 
congregation may remain unvaccinated, however, pastors 
are advised to delay the re-institution of distribution of the 
Precious Blood until the number of COVID-19 cases have 
fallen to a lower level. 

Communion Vessels should continue to be thoroughly 
washed after each Mass once they have been purified. 

The Sacrament of Penance  
The use of traditional confessionals and “rooms of 
reconciliation” may be resumed, provided that the priest 
has been vaccinated. Penitents should be invited to wear 
masks for the immediate future. Every effort should be 
made to assure that such spaces are regularly sanitized and 
well ventilated. 

Anointing of the Sick  
No special precautions are required when visiting the sick, 
provided that the priest has been vaccinated. Masks will 
continue to be required in Health Care facilities, even for 
the celebration of Mass. 

Baptisms and Weddings  
No special precautions are required at Baptisms and 
Weddings, provided that the priest has been vaccinated. 

8

Because a certain 
portion of the 
congregation may 
remain unvaccinated, 
however, pastors are 
advised to delay the 
re-institution of 
distribution of the 
Precious Blood until 
the number of 
COVID-19 cases 
have fallen to a lower 
level.



Prayers to Protect Us
A New Prayer Book from USCCB Publications
 
In 2017 the USCCB published the first official English 
translation of Exorcisms and Related Supplications, which 
continues to be available for purchase by bishops, exorcists, 
and any others designated by a bishop to do so. That same 
year, a small paperback volume titled Prayers Against the 
Powers of Darkness was also published. While the ritual 
book is intended for use by exorcists, it includes an 
appendix of prayers intended for use by anyone. Prayers 
Against the Powers of Darkness thus made Appendix II of 
the ritual book available to the public. 

In consultation with experts familiar with the kinds of 
dangers all of us face – and familiar with the kinds of 
resources that tend to be helpful for those who struggle 
against the powers of darkness – USCCB Communications 
has now published an expanded prayer book designed for 
general use. Prayers to Protect Us: A Collection of 
Prayers, Litanies, Hymns, and Readings contains, as its 
subtitle indicates, a variety of material meant to strengthen 
both the mind and the heart in the struggle against evil. 

The first chapter of Prayers to Protect Us simply 
reproduces Appendix II of Exorcisms and Related 
Supplications. The second chapter gathers assorted texts 
from liturgical books, including orations and the renewal of 
baptismal promises from the Roman Missal, as well as 
Sunday’s Night Prayer from the Liturgy of the Hours. 
Several liturgical prayers from the Eastern Churches are 
also included. 

Chapter Three presents various prayers for protection 
composed by saints from various eras of history. They 
experienced the struggle against evil and triumphed over it 
and are thus good guides for prayer. Chapter Four has a 
collection of ever-popular litanies. Most are well-known, 
but one is a new composition for this prayer book. It 9



incorporates into its petitions some of the names the 
Church has used to describe the devil, especially in the pre- 
conciliar form of the Exorcism rite. For example: From the 
Traitor of the nations – save us, O Lord. From the Source 
of discord – save us, O Lord. From the Persecutor of the 
innocent – save us, O Lord. The fifth chapter features a 
series of hymns. Music is a gift of God and can be an 
effective weapon in the fight against evil. Whether sung or 
recited, these hymns from East and West emphasize the 
confidence we ought to have in God’s grace and mercy. 

The last two chapters present readings for study and 
meditation. Chapter Six contains Sacred Scripture: 
appropriate Gospel passages, Psalms, and excerpts from 
New Testament letters. The choice of pericopes was guided 
in part by the options presented in Exorcisms and Related 
Supplications. Finally, Chapter Seven includes readings 
from the Catechism of the Catholic Church and from the 
writings of saints and popes of various times. Some are 
short – St. Teresa of Jesus, for example, reminds us simply 
that “There must be war in this life” – and others are 
longer, such as an extended excerpt from Pope Francis’ 
Apostolic Exhortation Gaudete et exsultate. The Holy 
Father observes: 

For this spiritual combat, we can count on the powerful 
weapons that the Lord has given us: faith- filled prayer, 
meditation on the word of God, the celebration of Mass, 
Eucharistic adoration, sacramental Reconciliation, works of 
charity, community life, missionary outreach. If we become 
careless, the false promises of evil will easily seduce us. 
(no. 162) 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church acknowledges that 
“It is a great mystery that providence should permit 
diabolical activity, but ‘we know that in everything God 
works for good with those who love him’ (Rom 8:28)” (no. 
395). This prayer book is offered to the public with the 
hope that it will provide trustworthy support in the spiritual 
life. Prayers to Protect Us carries the imprimatur of Wilton 10
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D. Cardinal Gregory, Archbishop of Washington, and 
includes a foreword from Hartford Archbishop Leonard P. 
Blair, Chairman of the Committee on Divine Worship. The 
book is a small and convenient size at 162 pages and is 
available for $21.95 at Catholic bookstores and online at 
store.USCCB.org/prayers-to-protect-us-p/7-578.htm. 
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A Prayer in Time of Pandemic 

O God,  
whose Only Begotten Son  
bore the weight of human suffering  
for our salvation,  
hear the prayers of your Church 
for our sick brothers and sisters 
and deliver us from this time of trial. 

Open our ears and our hearts 
to the voice of your Son:  
Be not afraid, for I am with you always. 

Bless all doctors and nurses,  
researchers and public servants;  
give us the wisdom to do what is right  
and the faith to endure this hour,  
that we might gather once again  
to praise your name in the heart of your Church, 
delivered from all distress  
and confident in your mercy. 

Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

We recommend that you continue to pray this prayer for the 
immediate future.
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